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The principal relief at Mavalipuram is the great rock-carving
known as the Arjuna-ratha, which, according to an earlier view,
which has heen revived by some critics, represents the " penance of
Arjuna"; but has recently been identified by V. Goloubew, whose
view we adopt, as [he "descent of the Ganga" (Gangavatarana).
We know what scene of mythology is referred to in this episode: it
is the descent from heaven to earth of the sacred river, the Ganges,
as described in -the legend related in Book IX of the Bhagavata
Purana. This enormous' sculpture in high relief, measuring nearly
thirty yards in length and twenty-three feet in height and entirely
covering one face of the cliff, groups a whole world of animals,
ascetics, genii, and gods round the cascade in which sports a band
of male and female serpent deities (ndgas and ndgis), symbolic of the
sacred waters (Fig. 62). What we have before us here is a vast pic-
ture, a regular fresco in stone. This relief is a masterpiece of classic
art in the breadth of its composition, the sincerity of the impulse
which draws all creatures together round the beneficent waters, and
its deep, fresh love of nature.
Nor is the value of the various details any less great. In particular
we may draw attention to the ascetic prostrating himself on the left
of the cascade (Fig. 63): this amazingly realistic figure with its
synthetic, rugged, and direct workmanship, at once restless and
simple, has all the quality of a Rodin. Again, what joy is expressed
in these pairs of gods or genii, whose supple, elongated nude figures
dance in the air in the style of Amaravati and Aihole (Fig. 64, 65)!
For such details are excellent evidence in proof of the theory ad-
vanced by us above, to the effect that Amaravati finds a direct con-
tinuation at Mavalipuram, except that in the latter place there is
greater power than at Amaravati. The serpent-king (naga) and the
female divinity (nagi), that "sweet and perturbing water-nymph
(douce et troublante ondine)" as she has been called, who symbolize
the sacred waters, are both splendid pieces of sculpture (Fig. 65).